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Abstract
The normalization of gender-based violence (GBV) consists of all those cultural 
beliefs and values that sustain, justify, or minimize GBV perpetration. Acknowledg-
ing the lack of instruments addressing the normalization of GBV and its constitutive 
sociocultural dimensions, this article presents the conceptual development and initial 
validation of the Normalization of gender-based violence against women scale. This 
18-item instrument could be used to assess the normalization of violence against 
women in GBV survivors of various cultural contexts. The scale has been developed 
through a sizeable mixed-methods study. This paper reports the qualitative portion 
of the study that allowed the development of the instrument and assessment of its 
content and face validity. In particular, the method section details the process by 
which the assessed scale’s domain has been identified through an expert panel work-
shop, the analysis of GBV survivor’s interviews, and the review of existing scales. 
The assessment of face and content validity, trough expert judges’ evaluation and 
Cognitive Interviewing, is presented. This instrument is the first normalization scale 
developed by a multicultural team for use with violence survivors. The techniques 
used to construct this scale aimed to capture cultural aspects of normalization that 
might be shared across women from diverse groups. Therefore, its use could enable 
social or health care providers worldwide to program or evaluate the effectiveness of 
interventions to contrast GBV by promoting a clearer understanding of cultural and 
social norms that sustain the acceptance and normalization of violence.
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Introduction

Gender-based violence (GBV) can be defined as any violent act directed toward 
individuals basing on socially ascribed gender differences (United Nations, 1993). 
Although anyone can experience GBV, previous research has shown that women 
(World Health Organization, 2016) and transgender and gender non-conforming 
individuals (Wirtz et  al., 2020) are the groups who are more disproportionally 
affected by GBV. In this paper, we focus on GBV against women, which has been 
indicated as the most widespread violation of human rights, affecting about one-
third of all women worldwide (World Health Organization, 2016). We consider 
of particular interest that, despite such a considerable and persistent prevalence, 
GBV against women is still a highly underreported phenomenon, whose disclo-
sure is prevented by various factors operating at an individual, sociocultural, and 
structural level (Gracia, 2004).

A significant, albeit neglected, cultural factor hindering GBV disclosure is 
constituted by its normalization. Normalization of violence against women con-
sists of globally widespread cultural beliefs and values sustaining and justifying 
GBV perpetration as a normal component of male–female relationships (Wood, 
2001). Foucault (1990) was one of the first scholars to use the term normaliza-
tion, defining it as the process through which ideas and behaviors that may fall 
outside of social norms come to be regarded as normal. Since violence usually 
represents a violation of social norms in contemporary societies, normalization 
of GBV can be conceptualized as the process through which men’s violent behav-
iors against women end up being presented as natural or normal. In this regard, 
Butler’s significant work (1999) suggests that, in patriarchal societies, feminin-
ity is socially constructed and is represented as passive, vulnerable, and submis-
sive, while masculinity is linked with dominance, aggression, and desire. These 
assumptions contribute to promoting the idea that men’s sexual aggression is 
simply natural, and, therefore, men’s violent behaviors against women must be 
considered somewhat normal (French, 2003; Messerschmidt, 2012; Sinko et al., 
2020). Men’s violence against women can also be conceived as an instrument to 
maintain traditional gendered hierarchies (Bloom, 2008). According to Lundgren 
(2004), abuse in an intimate partnership reinforces normative ideals of masculine 
domination and female subordination. The experience of abuse strengthens the 
internalized assumption that violence is a normal part of that subordination.

Previous research refers to the normalization of GBV against women as a 
process that seems to play an important role both in increasing the incidence of 
violence (Lundgren, 2004) and decreasing women’s ability to recognize, report, 
escape from, seek help for, or heal from violence (Fugate et al., 2005; Morrison 
et al., 2006; Overstreet & Quinn, 2013; Sinko et al., 2019). Indeed, as proposed 
by the Cultural Determinants of Help Seeking model, disclosure of a suffering 
experience and help seeking process are more likely to happen if distress per-
ceptions are recognized and labeled as significant and abnormal (Saint Arnault, 
2009). On the contrary, normalization hinders the recognition of the abuse as a 
problem because violence is depicted as a normal part of a relationship (Morrison 
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et  al., 2006), or because women do not label their experience as abuse unless 
severe injuries are involved (Lundgren, 2004; McLeod et al., 2010). Based on this 
review, we define the normalization of GBV against women as all of those glob-
ally widespread cultural beliefs and values that sustain and justify GBV perpetra-
tion by presenting it as a normal component of male–female relationships.

Surprisingly, although many studies about violence against women generically refer 
to the concept of normalization as one of the critical factors involved in maintaining 
women in a subordinated position to men, there is a lack of instruments addressing 
the normalization of GBV against women and its constitutive sociocultural dimensions. 
Acknowledging this significant gap in scientific literature, the purpose of this study was 
to develop a valid and reliable measure for the assessment of the normalization of GBV 
against women and provide the scientific community a culturally relevant instrument 
that could be used to investigate this phenomenon cross-culturally.

An international and multicultural team developed the NGBV scale to account for 
the various cultural beliefs and values that sustain and justify violence against women 
in different cultural and social contexts. The relevance of multicultural measures has 
been stressed by previous research suggesting the need to assess the cultural validity 
of quantitative instruments used for cross-cultural research (see Harkness et al., 2010). 
This paper describes the development of a research tool that measures internalized 
GBV’s normalization for women who have experienced abuse. We developed this 
instrument by conducting a large mixed-methods study. This paper reports the quali-
tative portion of the study (relying on expert panels, analysis of in-depth interviews, 
and cognitive interviewing) that allowed us to develop the instrument and assess its 
content and face validity. Through this paper, we focus on describing the procedures 
used to craft the scale by our multinational research team, a process that, despite its 
importance, is rarely reported in methodological literature (Boateng et  al., 2018). In 
other studies, the quantitative portion of the mixed method study, examining the scale’s 
psychometric properties, are reported.

Methods

Following the methodological best-practices for scale development in social research 
highlighted by Boateng and colleagues (2018), we developed the NGBV scale follow-
ing a 3-phase process, consisting of (1) identifying the domain to be addressed by the 
scale; (2) generating the items; and (3) assessing the content validity of the scale. Fig-
ure 1 illustrates the activities in each phase realized by our research team to develop the 
NGBV scale.

Phase 1: Identification of the Domain

Expert Panel Workshop

A multicultural and multidisciplinary expert panel workshop was organized to iden-
tify the primary categories of beliefs and values that normalize GBV in various 
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social and cultural contexts. Twenty-three experts participated in the workshop, 
from Finland (1), Greece (4), Iceland (3), Ireland (2), Israel (2), Italy (2), Japan (1), 
Palestine (1), Romania (1), Turkey (1), South Korea (1) and USA (4) respectively.1 
Members of the workshop were asked to do prework in which they gathered with 
colleagues in their home countries to generate lists of beliefs, values, and behaviors 
that normalized violence in their culture. In the workshop, international groups of 
four people worked together to compare their lists and discuss whether the items 
were culturally unique or shared among the cultures. After completing this task, 
each group wrote their normalization concepts on post notes and placed them on 
a wall. Next, all the members of the workshop worked together to group these con-
cepts into dimensional categories.

GBV Survivors’ Interview Analysis

Using the dimensions generated by the multicultural expert panel, we examined the 
normalization codes in previously analyzed qualitative datasets. This analytic extrac-
tion allowed us to investigate the dimensions of normalization from the point of view 
of GBV survivors. The qualitative datasets consisted of 70 interviews following the 

Fig. 1   Overview of the three phases of the NGBV scale development

1  Experts participating in the workshop are scholars and professionals who are members of the MiStory 
network (https://​misto​ry-​traum​areco​very.​org/), a research collaborative working around the world to use 
safe and trauma-informed methods that illuminate the interactions among cultural context, the self, gen-
der, and trauma recovery.

https://mistory-traumarecovery.org/
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Clinical Ethnographic Narrative Interview protocol (CENI; Saint Arnault, 2017). 
The dataset was created by merging smaller datasets from four studies that used the 
same research and analytic design to understand the GBV traumatic experience in 
different survivor samples. All the data in these datasets had already been themati-
cally coded (Braun & Clarke, 2006) for other research questions, and all the code 
lists contained normalization of GBV codes. For this purpose, we extracted these 
coded quotations to conduct another round of thematic analysis to clarify, inform, 
and instantiate the NGBV dimensions developed by the expert panel in the work-
shop. The interview data used for code extraction included 24 sexual assault US 
survivors (Sinko et al., 2020), 24 US GBV survivors (Sinko & Saint Arnault, 2020), 
12 Irish domestic abuse survivors (Sinko et al., 2019), and 10 Greek GBV survivors 
(Unpublished raw data).

Review of Existing Scales

We reviewed the literature regarding similar measurement instruments to define and 
refine the dimensions of NGBV generated in the expert panel and from the qual-
itative datasets. Because, to our knowledge, there was not an existing instrument 
measuring the normalization of GBV, we reviewed several available tools measur-
ing beliefs, values, or attitudes towards acceptance of GBV (Perrin et  al., 2019), 
rape (Burt, 1980), domestic violence (Peters, 2008; Şahin & Dişsiz, 2009; Yount 
et al., 2014) or sexism (Benson & Vincent, 1980; García-Cueto et al., 2015; Glick & 
Fiske, 1996). Most of these were developed and validated with the general popula-
tion in various countries.

Phase 2: Item Generation

In phase 2, an initial pool of 26 items was developed in the English language. The 
quotations from our empirical interview data extraction helped us refine the wording 
for the items. A 5-point Likert scale was selected to assess the respondent’s level of 
agreement for each item. According to some research reports indicating that nega-
tively worded items can negatively affect research surveys (Barnette, 2000; Dalal & 
Carter, 2014), especially in cross-cultural studies (Wong et al., 2003), we decided 
not to create reverse items in our scale.

Phase 3: Content and Face Validity Assessment

To ensure that the scale’s items were properly capturing the dimensions we intended 
to measure, we assessed the content and face validity of the NGBV scale using a 
two-step process, combining evaluation by expert judges and cognitive interview-
ing, as suggested in methodological literature (Boateng et al., 2018; DeVellis, 2016; 
McPhail, 2007). The subsequent phase, including psychometric evaluation and 
refinement of the tool, is currently being conducted.
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Expert Judges’ Evaluation

The initial 26-item version of the NGBV scale was independently evaluated by ten 
experts representing nine cultural perspectives (Greek, US, Jewish, Turkish, Italian, 
Finnish, Romanian, South Korean, and Icelandic) to improve the content validity 
of the scale from a multicultural perspective. The experts were asked to rate each 
item’s relevance and clarity on a 4-point Likert scale and propose revisions to clarify 
items.

Cognitive Interviewing

To assess the face validity of the NGBV scale, as a relevant component of content 
validity (Haynes, 1995), we used cognitive interviewing (CI). CI is a method for 
empirically studying how participants mentally process and respond to survey ques-
tionnaires. When used for pretesting, it consists of administering a draft version 
of an instrument to end-user populations, asking them to verbalize their thoughts 
while filling it out (Willis, 2009). In our study, the CI step’s primary purposes were 
to ensure that the scale’s items were meaningful and understandable to the target 
population, and to involve them in developing the scale through their observations. 
Moreover, since we were conducting interviews in multiple countries, our proce-
dures and analysis were guided by recommendations for cross-cultural CI (Willis, 
2015; Willis & Miller, 2011), which is a variant of standard cognitive testing that 
has a greater focus on sociocultural factors that influence the survey–response pro-
cess. This approach is increasingly being used to establish the cross-cultural equiva-
lence of instruments (Willis, 2015).

Before conducting the interviews, the scale was translated from English into 
four languages (Greek, Icelandic, Italian, and Turkish) using a translation and back-
translation procedure (Brislin, 1970). We interviewed 31 women from five different 
countries, with approximately half of each country’s participants self-identifying as 
GBV survivors (see Table 1). In each country, one research team member conducted 
all the interviews. The interviewers were native speakers of the language under 
study at their site, and all were fluent in English. The interviews took place between 
November 2019 and January 2020, in a location chosen by participants.

A combination of the think-aloud technique and verbal probing, as has been 
recommended for cross-cultural CI (Willis, 2015), was used to elicit participants’ 
understanding and interpretation of the scale items. The probing was done retro-
spectively, relying on both structured and flexible probes. Written notes were 
taken by the interviewers during and after the interviews, documenting each par-
ticipant’s thoughts and responses. We decided not to audio or video-record CI to 
protect participants’ anonymity and privacy and prevent the discomfort that could 
have been caused by the awareness of being recorded while talking about a sensi-
tive topic. While we faced the consequent risk of data loss, we provided all inter-
viewers a standard summary template to keep systematic notes about the interviews’ 
data. After all the interviews were conducted, the analytic process included a suc-
cessive aggregation technique (Willis & Miller, 2011), in which interviewers used 
the standard summary template to summarize their data on an item-by-item basis. 
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These interview summaries were the primary source for the joint analysis process. 
Next, the international team held a collaborative analysis meeting. The goals of this 
meeting were to analyze and synthesize the data and produce a single set of observa-
tions for each item across the countries. This team meeting consisted of gathering 
the suggested revisions from the participants, and identification of unclear concepts 
or phrasing. Finally, we examined the items for shared relevance and general cul-
tural attunement of the items. Similar insights about the scale were identified across 
all the research sites so no further interviews were needed.

Findings

Identification of the Domain

In phase 1, we defined the domain and its constitutive dimensions. We began by 
conducting an expert panel workshop to identify the major dimensions that support 
the normalization of GBV’s domain in various social and cultural contexts. These 
included cultural beliefs about women’s responsibility for men’s behavior, internal-
ized differentials in male–female relationships, cultural beliefs about women’s and 
men’s presumed biology, cultural expectations about women’s orientation toward 
family, the conceptualization of love, and beliefs about women’s strength. Table 2 
provides a brief overview of the identified dimensions and data sources.

Next, the extraction of the normalization quotations from previously analyzed 
qualitative data yielded an additional two dimensions. These included the expecta-
tion that “the house is the primary and proper women’s domain” and the attitude that 
the use of violence against women is a natural part of women’s daily lives across 
multiple life contexts outside of the relationship sphere.

Table 1   Socio-demographics information about the CI participants

Participants (N = 31) GBV survivors (n = 17)
General population (n  = 14)

Age Range 20–68 years
(mean age = 44.5 years)

Country Greece (n = 6)
Iceland (n = 6)
Italy (n = 6)
Turkey (n = 4)
USA (n= 9)

Level of education Primary school (n = 2)
Intermediate school (n = 2)
High school diploma (n = 8)
University degree (n = 19)

Motherhood Participants who had children (n = 20)
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Finally, our review of existing scales measuring beliefs, values, or attitudes 
towards acceptance of GBV helped us find some overlaps between the normaliza-
tion dimensions we identified in the expert panel workshop and the qualitative data 
analysis quotation extractions, as shown in Table 2. We found that other instruments 
partially assess cultural beliefs about women responsibility on men’s behaviors, 
internalized differentials in male–female relationships, cultural beliefs about men 
and women’s “biology,” orientations towards family and the domestic domain, con-
ceptualizations about love, and attitudes toward violence against women. However, 
the dimensions related to beliefs about women’s strength and concepts about reasons 
to stay silent seemed to be heretofore unexplored topics in these instruments. More-
over, we ascertained that it would require many of these scales to assess all GBV 
normalization dimensions fully.

Content Validity Assessment

Results of the expert judges’ evaluation are presented in Table 3. Ratings and com-
ments were used to refine the items. In general, all the items were deemed relevant. 
We used the comments and revision suggestions to condense redundant items, add 
new items, and reword several items. The 26 original proposed items were thus 
reduced to 21 items (see Table 4). 

The cognitive interview results suggested that participants thought that the word-
ing, response option, and layout of the 21-item scale were clear. The cognitive 
interviews also confirmed that they grasped the items’ intended meaning. Although 
some cultural nuances were uncovered (noted in Table 4), issues regarding the same 
items emerged repeatedly. Participants thought that most of the items’ relevance and 
appropriateness reflected traditional and stereotyped gender roles that did not cap-
ture their own beliefs, especially for the younger respondents who talked about some 
items sounding “outdated.” Much of the discussion about the instrument centered 
on how cultural beliefs about gender roles had changed over time or were perhaps 
generational, suggesting that the scale was probably more descriptive of the older 
generations’ attitudes. However, participants also described a state of inner conflict 
about their answer to many items, feeling the need to answer both what they think 
and what the society presents to them as “normal.” These response patterns were 
described of as resistance to the ideas in society, and women often said that these 
should not be present in an ideal world. However, participants acknowledged that 
these beliefs were still relevant in modern society, even for younger women.

Regardless of the participants’ age, we found that GBV survivors were more 
likely to believe (or had believed) many of the statements at some point in their 
lives compared with those who had not had GBV experiences. The survivors also 
reported having changed their beliefs as a result of leaving the violence. Indeed, 
although there was a general resistance to the idea that victims of abuse would ever 
believe these things, most of the CI survivor respondents had an awakening con-
sciousness that they had believed these things in the past within the interview itself.

Participants’ comments and suggestions helped us refine the instrument by merg-
ing some items, splitting one item, deleting one item, and adding two additional 
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experimental items that addressed normalization dimensions that emerged in the CI 
interviews. Overall, the 21 items were reduced to 18 items. The interviews’ findings 
also helped us improve our initial translations, capturing both linguistic translation 
and cultural nuance issues. The revision process deriving from the CI and the final 
18-item version of the scale are reported in Table 4.

A key overall finding was regarding the comments the participants made about 
how their perspectives about the normalization of GBV have evolved, both due to 
the healing the survivors had achieved and the evolution of social consciousness in 
their countries. In general, the CI respondents’ comments were essentially, “I used 
to think that, but I don’t anymore.” Acknowledging this possibility that normaliza-
tion beliefs are affected by different stages of a healing journey, in our final version 
of the instrument, we created a differential the response option of the scale by asking 
the respondents to give two answers for each item. The first asks how strongly they 
believed that statement during the times they were experiencing GBV. The second 
asks how much they believe that statement at the time of the scale administration 
(see Appendix).

Discussion

This study presents an intercultural approach for the conceptual development and 
initial validation of a new instrument to measure the normalization of GBV against 
women. The NGBV scale was developed to assess internalized normalization beliefs 
that may be barriers to self-disclosure and may also keep shame and self-doubt alive 
in the survivor. The 18-item scale measures various dimensions of the domain of 
interest, including cultural beliefs about women responsibility for men’s behavior, 
internalized differentials in male–female relationships, cultural beliefs about wom-
en’s and men’s presumed biology, cultural expectations about women’s role in the 
family, and the domestic sphere, conceptualizations of love, beliefs about women’s 
strength, and general violence against women attitudes.

To our knowledge, the NGBV scale is the first instrument explicitly address-
ing the normalization of GBV against women that has been designed to be used 
with violence survivors. Moreover, the NGBV scale distinguishes itself from other 
existing scales that address similar topics (see, for example, Benson & Vincent, 
1980; Burt, 1980; García-Cueto et  al., 2015; Glick & Fiske, 1996; Perrin et  al., 
2019; Peters, 2008; Şahin & Dişsiz, 2009; Yount et  al., 2014) because it consid-
ers unexplored dimensions of NGBV, such as beliefs about strength and possible 
reasons for staying silent about abuse. Finally, another unique feature of the NGBV 
scale derives from the fact that it has been developed by a multicultural team using 
techniques aimed to capture cultural aspects of normalization that might be shared 
across women from diverse groups.

Our CI participants often contested the idea that normalization of GBV was still 
relevant in their culture, describing it as the product of “old-fashioned beliefs” that 
no longer affected their social environment. Conversely, their state of inner conflict 
while answering many items—leading us to change the scale’s response option—
suggested that these beliefs were still relevant in modern society. This contradiction 
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hints that patriarchal norms and gender stereotypes supporting gendered violence 
can be internalized by women (see also McCarry & Lombard, 2016). Moreover, it 
suggests the implicit nature of culture, which operates within individuals by encom-
passing systems of meanings and rules and embodied tendencies that organize how 
people understand themselves and their world and how they behave within their 
social world (Luria, 1976). Thus, we can hypothesize that GBV survivors may not 
explicitly recognize how these internalized sociocultural norms and values impact 
their engagement in recovery from GBV, making this scale a valuable tool in our 
quest to uncover the implications of these culturally held beliefs and help seeking. 
Because NGBV is at least partially implicit, this NGBV scale may be a helpful tool 
to assess and perhaps intervene to de-normalize NGBV beliefs for survivors. For 
example, we found emerging consciousness about the prevelence of these beliefs 
in sociaty and in themselves even as the participants took the scale. However, these 
interventions, similar to other implicit bias interventions, must focus on non-con-
scious beliefs and explicit ones.

A relevant aspect of the NGBV scale development process that requires further 
reflection and discussion concerns the choice to change the response option of the 
scale, providing for the possibility to differentiate the current beliefs from the beliefs 
when the violence occurred. We used this strategy to reduce respondents’ above-
mentioned inner conflict by allowing them to express the perceived changes in their 
beliefs through time. Therefore, changing the response option has the advantages of 
reducing the participants’ distress while answering the items and account for a sub-
jective differential between the present and the time of the violence. However, this 
response option may encourage participants to exaggerate the difference between 
the present and the past. For this reason, the psychometric study that is being con-
ducted to test the reliability and validity of this scale in multiple cultural contexts 
includes a test–retest measure aimed at investigating if responses are reliable using 
this double response-option or if the scale is better to be used only referencing to the 
present moment. However, the initial validity assessment conducted in the present 
study suggests that this scale has good content and face validity, and the differential 
response option comes directly from the participants.

Given this instrument’s multicultural nature, we encourage professionals to use 
the NGBV scale to evaluate interventions or programs’ effectiveness to decrease 
GBV or to de-normalizing such violence. International use can help researchers 
develop a clearer understanding of cultural and social norms that sustain violence 
acceptance and normalization.

Limitations and future studies

We recognize some limitations of this study, including that only one round of CI 
was conducted in each country. Having two or three testing rounds, iterative in 
nature, would have been ideal. Additionally, the use of written notes alone in the 
CI data collection phase, with no audio or video recording, might have resulted in 
some data loss. However, the data collection was not stopped until intra-site satura-
tion was reached, and when inter-site confirmation was achieved. Moreover, several 
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issues had been identified and adequately addressed. Another limitation is that, in 
some countries, the cognitive interview participants were more highly educated than 
the general population in the participating countries. Nonetheless, our triangulated 
approach helped to ensure the face validity of the items. For future studies, we rec-
ommend other researchers use the NGBV scale in different cultural settings to assess 
its validity and the generalizability of its results in different samples of participants 
with diverse SES, and especially with younger participants than those involved in 
the present study.

This scale was developed to assess internalized normalization beliefs that may 
prevent GBV experience and help seeking disclosure. However, these normalization 
dimensions are critical to assess in other populations as well, such as in prevention 
research or evaluation of de-normalization efforts. Therefore, we believe that a pos-
sible clinical application for this scale could be related to the study of the healing 
process of de-normalization in the future. Finally, although the scale was designed 
for use with trauma survivors who are predominately women, the assessed dimen-
sions may also relate to other survivors of GBV, such as sexual minorities or those 
with gender-nonconforming identities. Therefore, future research could use the 
NGBV scale to assess the normalization of violence in these populations.

Appendix: Final form of the NGBV Scale

See Table 5.
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